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Client Success Or Failure
In A Halfway House
By PATRICK

G. DONNELLY, PH.D. AND BRIAN FORSCHNER, PH.D.*

Halfway houses today are diverse entities. Seiter,
et al. (1977) found that almost 60 percent of the
houses in the United States are private nonprofit
organizations. One-third were state operations with
the remainder being federal, local or private profit
organizations. The programs in the houses varied
from those providing supervision and custody to
those providing a full range of intensive in-house
treatments for particular client needs. Some
halfway houses handle only particular types of offenders (e.g., drug addicts) while others handle a
wide range of offenders. Latessa and Allen (1982)
suggest that the sociodemographic and criminal
history backgrounds of clients differ depending
upon the referral sources to the halfway house.
Allen and Seiter (1981) developed three alternative
models of halfway houses based on where they fit in
the criminal justice system. In the first model, the
inmate resides in the halfway house during the initial parole period. The second model covers those
situations in which the inmate is transferred to a
halfway house before parole is granted. In the third
model, the inmates are granted parole and placed in
the community on their own. The parolee is placed
in the halfway house if problems begin to develop.
Latessa and Allen (1982) call for further research on
the types of clients in halfway houses and on client
risk, their need levels and special problems. This
research addresses these issues.
This article describes one halfway house, Cope
House, in Dayton, Ohio. It is a diversified halfway
house which does not fit any of the alternative
models suggested by Allen and Seiter (1981). Cope
House accepts adult male and female referrals from
the Federal Bureau of Prisons, the Department of
Corrections of the State of Ohio, the Montgomery
County Probation Department, and female referrals
only from the City of Dayton Municipal Court. Cope
House became co-correctional in January of 1981.
Its clientele is a mixture of Federal pre-releases,
state parolees, county probationers, and city misdemeanants doing workhouse time. This house

pp~rates as both a halfway-in a nd a halfway-ouL pro/gram since i t includes persons who were noL required to "do time" in p.bson as well as persons who
were sent to the house after serving a prison term.
This article describes Cope's programs and examine Lhe diversity of clients entering Cope House
over a 3-year period. Following this we address th
success or failure in the halfway hou e program of
clients with different demographic characteristics,
social backgrounds, and prior experienc with
criminal justice agencies.

Previous Research
A 1977 sUt;'Vey of evaluations for halfway houses
in t he United States by Seiter et al.(197'7) classified
the evaluations into fow' categories: those t hat looked at in-program success, post-program success
(recidivism or community adjustment), efficiency or
cost-effective analysis, and descriptive or subjective
assessments of effectiveness or impact of halfway
houses. The literamr(! on the first two types of
evaluations is most relevant for this study. Most of
the studies analyzing the effectiveness of halfway
houses utilize recidivism rates as the measure of
success. Latessa and Allen (1982), after reviewing
44 studies examining the effect of halfway houses
on recidivism, conclude that halfway houses are at
least as effective as parole, especially since these
clients are typically in a lugher need, higher risk
category_ However, most <>f these studies are
fraught with methodological problems. One of the
stronger methodological studies on thi issue
analyzed the Massachusetts system. It found that
parLicipation in pre:release integration programs,
including halfway houses, was related to r duced
recidivism in both a I-year and 5-year fall w-up
(L Clair, 1983).
A study of the Connecticut system examined
I-year recidivism data for 182 male clients of con.traded halfway houses an.d a comparison gro up of
137 males maLched on age, education, marital s tatus
and previous crimi nal record characterisLics (Meta
Metrics, Inc., 1983). The halfway house gr up acLually had a higher proportion of robbery and
larceny offenders, characte-ristics that are O'enerally
related to higher recidivism rates. Tl'le overall
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recidivism rate was 37.2 percent for halfway house
clients as compared ~o 48.5 percent for the comparison group.
More germane to this study, it appears that there
is a relationship between successful program completion in a halfway house and recidivism. In the
Connecticut study, the overall recidivism rate for
halfway house clients who successfully completed
the program was 26.6 percent, approximately half /
that of the comparison group. Beha's (1977) study of
parolees in one halfway house found that those who
successsfully completed the program were
significantly less likely to be reimprisoned for
another offense in the 2 years following termination
than were those who failed.
Since there is a relationship between in-program
success and recidivism, it is important to identify
the characteristics associated with success. While
the in-program success rates in 24 studies surveyed
by Seiter el a1. (1977) varied from 26 percent to 93
percent, not all types of clients were equally successful. Beha (1977) identified a number of factors
which were related to in-program success. Clients
who did not have a record' of drug use, who had held
jobs for longer periods of time, who had done time in
departmental segregation and who came from outside the city where the halfway house was located
were more likely to successfully complete the program. In addition, the less extensive the parolee's
prior involvement with the prison system, the more
likely he was to remain with and complete the
halfway house program. Also, clients with less involvement with petty crimes were more likely to
successfully complete the program than were clients
with more extensive involvement. While most
clients had extensive prison experience, it 'seems
that the length of imprisonment is not as important
as the number of different times a person was imprisoned. Persons imprisoned for short periods on
many occasions for less serious offenses were less
likely to adjust to the halfway house environment
than clients who had spent a few long prison terms.
Halfway house administrators posited that this
was because those who had been in and out of prison
a number of times never really had to adjust to the
structured enviroment of the prison. PersonsI- who
spent longer prison terms (which are not associated
with petty offenses) adapted to the prison's structured enviroment and found it easier to adjust to the
structured enviroment of the halfway house.
Other factors that are related to in-program success and failure are educational achievement,
number of prior arrests, history of alcohol problems
and referral source (Moczydlowski, 1980; Moran et
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aI., 1973). Each of these factors will be examined in
this analysis , to see whether they hold for Cope
House residents.
This research differs from the work of writers
mentioned above in a number of ways. First, this
research examines a rIlOl:e heterogeneous resident
population. Previous researchers analyzed either
Federal pal'olees (Beha, 1977) or primarily Federal
and state referrals (Moczydlowski, 1980). The
residents of this halfway house include a high proportion of county apd city referrals. Second, this
research examines the record of 409 residents which
is a considerably larger population than found in
most previous work. Last, one of the shortcomings
of previous research on halfway houses is the failure
to discuss two key factors: prograln design and
population, and program administration and
organization (Sullivan et al., 1970), It is likely that
these two factors play a major role in the effectiveness of a halfway house program. While an examination of only one halfway house will not allow
claims concerning its relative effectiveness, these
two factors need to be presented in order that the
findings can be properly understood.
Description of Cope House
Cope House is a nonprofit, community-based correctional agency whose primary function is the
rehabilitation and reintegration of adult offenders.
Founded in 1975 under the aegis of Talbert House,
Inc., of Cincinnati, Ohio, it became independently
incorporated, with its own board of trustees, in
1976. Cope currently has a 22-bed capacity.
Residents are selected on the basis of information
sent from institutions, probation and parole departments, as well as other available social data. Prospective residents are interviewed when possible.
Normally, prospective residents who are not accepted include chronic violent offenders, as well as
rapists, severe drug or alcohol users. those clinically
diagnosed as arsonists, psychotics or severely
retarded. However, Cope accepts offenders with a
broad range of social and psychological problems.
Programming revolves around a behavioral contract called a Mutual Agreement Plan, modeled
after that used by the Massachusetts Halfway
House Association. This contract addresses various
needs of the client, typically employment, finances,
future housing, and social service needs. Careful attention is paid to avoiding duplication of existing
community services. This not only reduces costs but
forces residents to reintegrate into the community
and begin socializing with the non-offender population. For example, instead of offering an A.A. pro-
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gram in-house, or mental health counseling, clients
are encouraged to attend A.A. programs and clinics
in the community. A primary emphasis is to enable
residents to begin developing support groups in the
community. In order to complete the progTam, they
must be able to address the issues of employment,
finances, and housing, but, more importantly, they
must be able to answer the question, "Where do you
belong?" Consequently, programming emphasizes
the development of social and psychological "roots"
in the community. It is a strong programming belief
that these "roots" will inhibit recidivism as much
as, or more than, employment.

The Data
All clients entering the halfway house were administered a standardized intake form. This form
was developed by the International Halfway House
Association and is precoded for data processing. It
also meets the requirements of the Commfssions on
Accreditation for Corrections. Upon termination
from Cope, another standard form was administered. Both intake and termination forms were
administered and completed by trained staff. The
forms, which rely on client self-disclosure, were then
verified when necessary and possible through examination of the client file. The data were collected
from all clients entering the 'program between
January 1, 1980, and December 31, 1982. A total of
417 clients were admitted during that time. Complete intake and termination forms were available
on the 409 of the clients that comprise the population for this study.
The intake form includ~d information on
demographic characteristics, social background,
substance use and information on prior arrests, convictions and periods of incarceration. These are the
independent variables in this study. The termination forms included information on the client's experience in the program and his or her success or
failure in the program. This latter variable is the
dependent variable. One problem with the majority
of previous studies of in-program success was that
they did not adequately define the criteria of success
(Seiter et aI., 1977). Failure in the program is defined
in this article as removal from the house for violation of house rules and regulations or the commission of a new offense. This latter category included
those who escaped from the house. Successful completion of the halfway house program was contingent on abiding by the house rules and regulations, not committing a criminal offense and making
satisfactory efforts and progress towards finding
employment, establishing a savings account, fin-

ding a post-release residence, and handling any existing emotional or substance abuse problems.
Clients who accomplished these objectives are considered as successful as are those who were making
progress towards achieving them at the time they
were transferred or removed by the referral agency.
This group is included in the successful category
even tpough they did not complete the program
becl}6.se they were successfully accomplishing the
tasks expected of them.

The Clientele
The first column of Table 1 describes the clientele
of the ' halfway house over the 3-year period. Twothirds of the clients were male and one-third were
female. Fifty-two percent were white, while 46 percent were black. Younger persons comprised the majority of halfway house clients with 44 percent falling in the 18 to 25 age group. Overall, the median
age of the clients was 26.6 years. Forty-six percent
of the clients had never been married, while one-third
were divorced or separated at the; time -of their entry
into the program. Only 12 percent of the clients were
married, while another 6 percent were in commonlaw marriages. Almost half of the clients did not
have a high school diploma or its equivalent. Thirtyeight percent had completed 12 years of school,
while only 14 percent had received education beyond
the high school level. Eighty percent of the clients
were city residents prior to their incarceration, while
the remainder lived in suburban or rural areas.
Many clients were suffering from other problems
in their lives both before and during their latest involvement with the criminal justice system. In the
year preceding their incarceration, the average for
the longest period of time a client had spent on a job
was 7.8 months. Seventy-one percent of the clients
had been employed or in school for less th~m one-half
of the year before they were incarcerated. Twenty
percent were active for the full year and 10 percent
were active between one-half and the full year.
Twenty-five percent of the clients reported using
drugs currently more than once a week with 22 percent admitting that their drug use was a problem for
them at the time of their admission. Twenty-one percent of all clients had received outpatient counseling
at some point in their lives while 14 percent had
received psychiatric hospitalization and 12 percent
had attempted suicide.
In addition to these demographic and social
background variables, another set of factors was examined. These may be considered legal factors in
that they relate to the client's legal status and
previous experiences with the criminal justice
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system. The referral sources were evenly
Table I.-Continued
distributed, with almost 24 percent being Federal
clients, 27 percent state parolees, 18 percent county
probationers, and 27 percent city female misdemeanants. One-half of the clients had been arrested
Race: Black
before they were 18 years old, while only 14 percent
White
were arrested for the first time after they were 26.
Other
The median age of first arrest was 17.5 years.
Almost two-thirds of the clients had at least one /
**Education: O-ll years
12 years
prior conviction, while 10 percent were apparently
,
13+
repeat offenders with 6 or more previous adult convictions. Eighty-five percent of the clients were inMarital Statu s:
carcerated at least once as adults, while 15 percent
N ever Married
had not. One-third of the clients had been inMarried
Common Law
carcerated at least three times. Forty-five percent
DivorcedJSepa ra ted
had been incarcerated for over 1 year, while oneWidowed
quarter had spent between 3 months and a year incarcerated. The median number of months inLast Living
carcerated was 11 and the median number of days
Arrangements:
Parents/Spouse
spent in Oope House was 41.

Results
Overall, 65 percent of the clients in the halfway
house program were successful and 35 percent were
unsuccessful. This is slightly higher than the
average succ.e ss rate of 61 percent found by Seiter et
al. in their survey of halfway houses. The relationships between the independent variables and success or failure in the halfway house program are
shown in Table 1. A scan of column 2 reveals that no
subgroup of the clientele was successful less than 48
percent of the time. Females were successful
significantly mOte often than males. Over threefow·ths of all females were successful compared to
only three-fifths of t he male client s . The rela tions hip
between age and ou tcome was not statis·tic.a11y
significant but was in t he direction that might b e expected . Older clients tended to be successful more
often than younger client s. While 70 percent of the
clients over 36 were s uccessful. only 60 erCel)t of
those under 25 were successful.
TABLE

1. Characteristies and Success or Failure
of Clients in Halfway House
I

%
%
%
Clients Success Failure
1. Social Characteris tics
*Gender: Female
Male

Age:

Less than 25
26-35
36+

N'

32
68

76
59

24
41

129
276

44
39
17

60
67
70

40
33
30

179
157
70

%

%

%

Clients Success F ailure

N'

46
52
2

65
63

35
37

187
215

48
38
14

59
65
84

41
35
16

194
154
55

59
56
68

41
23
44
32

189
47
25
136

43
29
23
5

62
60
72

38
40
28

174
117
93

80
20

64
67

36
33

321

67
33

60
72

40
28

249
159

71
10
20

63
69
71

37
31
29

281
39
77

79
21

65
61

35
38

322
86

61
13

68
69

32
31

250

26

55

45

] 05

Ever Arrested
for Drinking?
Yes
No

38
62

65
64

35
36

152
252

Ever Drink
to Blackouts?
Yes
No

19
81

69
63

31
37

319

Other Relative/Friend
Alone
Other
Last Residence:
City
Suburb/Rural
**Months on
Longest J ob:'
Less than 8 months
8 mqnths +

46
12
6
33
2

77

79

Percent of We ek s
Full-Time Active:'

Less than 50
51-99
100
Current Drug Use:
Not a Problem
A Problem
Frequency of Current
Drug Use:
No Use
Once a Week or Less
More than Once a
Week

54

77
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Table I.-Continued
%

%

%

Clients Success Failure N'

Ever Attempt Suicide?
Yes
No

12
88

59
65

41
35

49
356

Ever Committed to
Psychiatric Hospital?
Yes
No

14
86

55
66

46
34

56
347

*Ever Have Outpatient
Therapy?
Yes
No

21
79

49
68

51
32

84
319

-Referral Source:
Federal
State
County
City-Town
Self
Other

24
27
18
27
1
3

76
47
50
81

24
53
50
19

97
109
74
111

·Age at First Arres t:
8-17
18-25
26+

50
36
14

57
66
86

43
35
12

188
148
56

**Number of Adult
Convictions:
1
2-5
6+

35
55
10

72
62
48

27
38
53

142
225
40

*Number of Adult
Incarcerations:
0
1-2
3+

15
53
32

80
69
50

20
32
50

61
216
130

*Months Incarcerated
as Adult:
0
1-2
3-12
13+

20
10
25
45

84
71
62
56

16
29
37
44

80
42
101
183

*Number of Days in
Program:
Less than 41
41+

59
41

56
78

44
22

241
166

II. Legal Characteristics

,,

-

'The total sample size is 409. The figures in this column
may not add to 409 because of missing data for some cases for
some variables. These figures represent the numbers on which
Chi Square Significance Tests were run.
'In last 2 years in the community . .
SIn last year in the community.
*Significant at .001 level.
**Significant at .01 level.

Educational attainment was significantly related
to a client's success or failure. Of those clients who
did not have a high school diploma, only 59 percent
were successful. Clients with a high school diploma
or its equivalent but no further education were successful 65 percent of the time. Those with the highest
educational levels, beyond a high school diploma
were successful in 84 percent of the cases. With
1
reglfrd to marital status, the clients most likely to
be successful were those who were currently married. They had a success ra~ of 77 percent. The two
least successful groups were those who had never
married (59 percent) and those in common-law marriages (56 percent). Neither the race of the client nor
place 'of last residence was significantly related to
outcome. Clients who lived with their parents or
spouse and those who lived with other relatives or
friends prior to incarceration had a slightly lower
success . rate than those clients who lived alone,
although this Wfls not statistically significant.
Beha's research indicated that clients who held
jobs for longer periods of time prior to their incarceration were more likely to complete the
halfway house program. In this research, 72 percent
of the clients who held jobs for longer than 8 months
were successful while only 60 percent of those whose
longest job lasted less than 8 months were successful. Clients who were active on a full-time basis
for a greater percentage of weeks during the 2 years
preceding their incarceration were slightly more
likely to be successful than were those who were fulltime active for lesser times. However, this relationship was not statistically significant.
In Beha's study clients with a record of drug use
were not as likely to succeed in the halfway house.
In this study, 65 percent of the clients WIth no drug
problems successfully completed the program as opposed to 61 percent of those with a drug problem.
Clients who reported drug use at least once a week
were less likely than others to be successful in the
program. These differences are in the expected
direction but they are not statistically significant.
There was no relationship between drinking history
and outcome nor were clients who had attempted
suicide in the past significantly more likely to fail in
the program than those who had not.
There is a marked difference in the client's
likelihood of success depending on the referral
source. Over 80 percent of the clients referred by
local municipalities were successful. Since these
were predominantly female misdemeanants, a high
success rate might be expected for this group.
Federal referrals also had a high success rate of 76
percent. However, referrals from state and county

.. .
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sources were considerably less likely to be sucquirements, their staffing and their effectiveness.
cessful. Only 47 percent of the state and 50 percent
This reevaluation must address very practical questions such as: Can the halfway house as it is presof the county referrals successfully completed the
ently arranged deal with all types of clients? Can
program.
the program be altered to deal with the diversity of
The client's success or failure was also related to
clientele? Can specialized programs be handled inhis or her age at first arrest. Only 57 percent of the
house or should they be contracted out? Can
residents who were arrested as juveniles successfulnecessary changes be made given existing funding
ly completed the program. Two-thirds of those arrested for the first time between the ages of 18 to 25 . !levels?
were successful, while 86 percent of those whose first
These policy questions can only be answered after
arrest occurred after age 25 were successful. This
careful consideratio)l of the current status of the
suggests that persons who began their criminal achalfway house. This article' presented
examina,
tivity at an early age are less likely to succeed in the
tion of one halfway house with a heterogeneous
halfway house than those who began at later stages
population and analyzed the relationship between
in their lives.
demographic, social and legal factors and the success or failure of residents in the halfway house pro..
Clients with more convictions were significantly
less likely to be successful than those with fewer
gram. A significant number of the clients had exconvictions. Less than half of the residents with six
perienced social and psychological problems; a large
or more convictions successfully completed the proproportion llad been either unemployed or
gram while almost three-quarters of those with only
underemployed i~ their c.ommunities; one-third were
one conviction were successful. In addition, the
either separated or divorced; almost half did not
length of time spent in incarceration was also
have a high school diploma or equivalent; many had
related to success or failurp.. In contrast to the findexperienced problems with drinking or drug use; one
in seven had been admitted to a psychiatric
ings in Beha's research, in this study, the greater
hospital; one in eight had attempted suicide.
the time spent incarcerated as an adult, the less was
the likelihood of successfully completing the halfDespite the fact that these clients had a history of
way house program. There are at least two plausible
social and psychological problems, the overall rate of
explanations for this. First, clients with more time
success in the program was high (64 percent). This
spent in prison may have committed more serious
may be an indication that this particular halfway
offenses or had a longer history of offenses than
house treatment program is effective. However, this
those with less time in prison. The long-timers may
success rate varied considerable along a number of
abuse the less structured environment of the
dimensions. As Glaser (1975) noted, various correchalfway house. The second explanation would sugtional programs have different effects on different
gest that the longer prison terms make it difficult
types of offenders. In this study, gender, education,
for persons to adjust to the less structured commonths on longest job and history of prior outpamunity environment.
tient therapy for psychological problems were all
related to the success or failure of residents. These
Conclusions
are the only demographic and social characteristics
that were significantly related to success or failure.
Traditionally, halfw ay houses handled relatively
All of the legal variables were related to success or
homogenous populations. Some dealt with parfailure (although the strength of the relationships
ticular types of offenders (e.g .. persons wi th 81cohol
varied). Referral source, the number of adult convicor drug problems) while others dealt wjt,h persons
tions and incarcerations, number of months infrom a single referral source (e.g., Federal parolees).
carcerated as an adult, and number of days in the
As funding, particul~rly government funding,
program were all related to success or failure in the
becomes increasingly more difficult to 109ate,
program.
halfway houses may . become increasingly more
Administrators of halfway houses need to conheterogeneous. Their residents may range from
sider
these findings in addressing a number of quesfelons to misdemeanants, from first time offenders
tions.
Most administrators, for example, are limited
to many t ime offenders, from hig hly educated to ilin
their
acceptance of residents by finanical and size
literates. and from those wi th severe p sychologicaJ
constraints.
The issue becomes one of the apand behavioral problems to t hose with more stable
propriateness
of halfway house placements. Inpsychological and behavioral patterns, This
dividuals
who
are
more likely to succeed in the proheterogeneity may require halfway houses to
gram
may
be
the
more
appropriate ones to accept.
reevaluate their programs . their admission re-

an
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Admissions criteria may need to be reevaluated to
emphasize the factors which are related to successful completion of the program. On the other
hand, administrators may choose to alter, their programs or to initiate new programs that will better
meet the needs of those clients who now fail in the
program. For administrators, the course of action
recommended is one that carefully considers the implications of research findings concerning the operation and effectiveness of halfway houses. For researchers, the course of action recommended is one that
works toward the continued refinement of predictive measures of success in halfway house programs
for different types of offenders. Differences between
findings of previous research and those reported
here need to be explored in more detail. One likely
source for these differences lies in the greater diversity of clients in Cope House, but further analysis
involving a number of halfway houses is necessary
before reaching any firm conclusions.
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